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They kill, but they are also willing to die. Meeting diehard terrorists is not easy. They have stopped killing not by choice but because they were arrested and still proudly lay claim to the murders for which they were responsible. The feeling of being engaged in a permanent war-as well as the worry of being surrounded by contempt-renders diehard terrorists particularly detached from the outside world. What strategies can a sociologist adopt in order to connect with their company and collect information useful for furthering sociological understanding? What psychological costs must the sociologist pay when he or she interacts with diehard terrorists who, in addition to proudly claiming credit for the homicides they have committed, affirm the importance of continuing to kill in order to salvage humanity's future?
These are the questions that this article will attempt to answer. First we must reconstruct the profile of this particular anthropological type, which has four key features.
A. Orsini

Diehard Terrorists
The principal characteristic of diehard terrorists is faith in violence. In some cases, they have stopped killing due to being in prison, while in others they have been released after serving a long sentence but are under continuous surveillance by counterterrorism forces. If they could, they would kill again, and they express solidarity with those who, being free, continue to shoot in the name of a shared ideology. Although many years, sometimes decades, have passed since their last murder, they continue to assert that it is right and proper to put an end to the lives of those who express a contrasting view of the world to their own.
On 14 May 2012, Red Brigades member Roberto Morandi, who was sentenced to life imprisonment for having participated in the murder of Massimo D'Antona (20 May 1999) and Marco Biagi (19 March 2002) , published a letter on the "Soccorso Rosso Internazionale" website to honor the memory of Red Brigades member Mario Galesi who was killed in a gunfight with police on 2 March 2003. From the jail where he is serving his term, Roberto Morandi expressed his pride in the history of the Red Brigades, including its killings, and invited his readers to have faith in political violence as a means of realizing the communist vision of the world. 2 For the diehard terrorist Roberto Morandi, Mario Galesi, who had participated in the murder of Massimo D'Antona and Marco Biagi, was a hero to be celebrated and an example for teaching the younger generation. After the ambush of Roberto Adinolfi-the CEO of Ansaldo Nuclear who was shot in the leg on 7 May 2012 by a group of anarchist terrorists of the Informal Anarchist Federation (IAF)-diehard Red Brigades member Claudio Latino, currently in prison, expressed his solidarity with the anarchists and stated that violence was the only way to realize communist ideals. 3 The diehard terrorist typically believes that, without violence, humanity would lose any hope of progress: "If you don't kill, you're not going anywhere, you won't change anything." 4 The second characteristic of the diehard terrorist is consuming hatred toward a group of people they consider to be the representatives of evil. All diehard terrorists have a group of people whom they despise and blame for all humanity's greatest sufferings and who they attempt to eliminate through both words and actions. This cognitive process has been called "identification of evil." 5 In the case of extreme left-wing terrorists, evil is represented by capitalism and by all those who oppose the establishment of the dictatorship of the proletariat and the abolition of private property.
During the trial of the new Red Brigades, Pietro Ichino-a well-known professor of labor law identified by the terrorists as an agent of evil-was repeatedly insulted and threatened. The Red Brigades members explained that they hated Pietro Ichino because he acted knowingly to consign humankind to pain and misery. Ichino-the diehard terrorists shouted from behind the bars of the dock-was one of the main contributors to the exploitation of workers on behalf of the capitalists and must be eliminated. More precisely, "Ichino is a murderer of workers."
6 During the trial dealing with the attempt to recreate the Red Brigades, Alfredo Davanzo, considered the ideologue of the group, shouted the following words from his cage: "This gentleman [Pietro Ichino] represents capitalism, he is the executor of this system and we will perform the duty of ridding ourselves of this system" 7 (28 May 2012).
The third characteristic of the diehard terrorist is love for a social category which s/he identifies with goodness and of whom feels s/he is the only legitimate representative. The diehard terrorist is convinced of killing for the sake of humanity and thinks that when love for the exploited is sincere and deep, it can only lead to the physical elimination of enemies. Filled with compassion when they think about the plight of the workers, diehard Downloaded by [ The fourth characteristic of the diehard terrorist is faith in the ideal, whatever that may be: a profound faith that remains unchanged despite prison and, sometimes, torture. 9 During an interview with the author, a diehard Red Brigades member who has served a sentence of thirty-two years and six months in prison for murder explained in these words the reason why his faith was not weakened despite the collapse of communism:
Communism has collapsed, it is true, but I'm sure it will be reborn. The true communist society will be built, even if it takes a thousand years. Capitalism too took hundreds of years to establish itself. As you know very well. Bourgeois society slowly dug into the bowels of medieval society. Capitalism grew a little at a time, step by step, and now we are all crushed by its inhumane laws. It might even take many centuries, but communism will triumph. I told you; it might triumph in a thousand years. The ideal never dies and humanity is moving in that direction, even though we live in a society which wants to make us think the opposite because it wants to convince people that we must resign ourselves to capitalism. I am a Red Brigades member, and my job is to keep alive the hope of a better world in which there is no place for the middle classes and the capitalists. I would do everything that I've done again. I regret nothing. The history of the Red Brigades is a glorious history." 10 "For the good of our civilization"-to recall the words of another Red Brigades member interviewed by Xavier Raufer-"we must rediscover the true value of socialism." 11 This glorification of violence, hatred, and love and absolute faith in their ideals complicates the work of the sociologist interested in meeting diehard terrorists, who, due to their feeling constantly at war, tend to see enemies everywhere. With few exceptions, they are unwilling to be interviewed. The conviction of being engaged in a permanent war against bourgeois society makes them distrustful of and hostile toward university professors, who are considered members of a morally corrupt society, unless they display a compliant attitude or are perhaps themselves on the side of the terrorists. Fearing that the sociological interview might be used against them, they avoid talking about the most violent aspects of revolutionary militancy, such as the organization of murders. They call themselves "revolutionaries" or "freedom fighters" and argue that the real terrorism is that which the bourgeois State exerts on the most vulnerable sections of the population.
In my work as a sociologist, I have tried several times to meet with diehard terrorists. Along with some successes, I have also collected numerous refusals. Some of these refusals have been filled with contempt. My last failed attempt to interview a group of diehard terrorists is fairly recent: after having submitted a request to the Minister of Justice to enter the high-security wing of an Italian prison, where five extreme left-wing multiplemurdering terrorists are held, I received a letter from magistrate Roberto Calogero Piscitello, the Director General of Italian Prisons, who informed me that the terrorists had rejected my proposal to interview them in prison in the strongest possible terms. They would never speak to me-wrote the judge-for any reason (23 February 2012).
Given the difficulties in convincing diehard terrorists to be interviewed, how can a sociologist make contact with them and meet them? 
Looking for Terrorists
Since the so-called official channels did not permit me to make contact with diehard terrorists, I decided I would meet them by doing what the terrorists themselves are expert at doing when they are preparing to kill their victims: secretly trailing and observing them. Many diehard terrorists have served their time and live in freedom and I therefore started to plan how to enter the places where they meet.
The question I asked myself was: What would terrorists do if they wanted to gather information about their victim and his movements? First of all-I thought-they would turn to the Internet, and they would probably enter the name of the person to be killed into Google Alert to receive, via handy e-mails, any information that the Web had to offer on their "representative of evil." I therefore entered the words "Brigate Rosse," "Prima Linea," and "Italian terrorism" into Google Alert and, as expected, my inbox began daily to receive dozens of links related to the Red Brigades and extreme right-and left-wing terrorism in Italy.
Google Alert provided me with news about books, interviews, trials, convictions, terrorist's and sympathizer's Blogs, newspaper articles and television and radio broadcasts, and in a few days I had identified the publishing houses engaged in disseminating terrorists' ideas through the publication of autobiographies as well as organizing of debates chaired by terrorists who had been released from prison. Google Alert also allowed me to discover the names of several diehard terrorists of whom I had been unaware. The public knows only the names of those terrorists who have appeared frequently on television and in the newspapers. In reality, the world of terrorists who proudly lay claim to their history is a large and active one, and in Rome there is even a radio station that provides a platform for the thoughts of some diehard Red Brigades members who have recently been released from prison.
After twelve months I had collected enough information to act, and a good opportunity soon presented itself. Having subscribed to the newsletter of an Italian publisher, I was informed of the launch of the book by a diehard Red Brigades member who had been released after thirty two years in prison. The event would be held at a community center in the outskirts of [name omitted]: an area where the Red Brigades had once had strong roots.
About a month before the meeting, I began to reread ethnographic studies on deviant groups. I reflected at length on the work of Martin Sanchez Jankowski, 12 author of a landmark study of gangs in New York, Los Angeles, and Boston. Equally important were the ideas of Ulf Hannerz on role-discriminatory attributes, 13 Jack D. Douglas's manual on investigative techniques and his ethnographic research into nudist beaches with Paul K. Rasmussen and Carol Ann Flanagan, 14 John Lofland's studies of the so-called emotive sustainability of relationships that engage the ethnographer when interacting in the field 15 and the work of Laud Humphreys, who decided to observe homosexual men having sex in public restrooms by pretending to be one of them. 16 Gaining entry to the social/community center was not problematic, since there were no checks at the door. The meeting took place outdoors in a large courtyard on a beautiful summer day and the space was furnished with benches and chairs. The meeting was scheduled to begin at [date omitted] pm.
As it was summer I had only had to decide on three garments to wear. I chose a pair of dark unbranded jeans, a pair of brown shoes and a plain brown t-shirt, and was carrying a small rucksack. I parked my car about two kilometers away and traveled by bus, arriving in front of the community center at 6:30 pm.
Upon entering, I counted about forty people and had to face the problem of introducing myself into an unknown environment in order to establish useful contacts for my research. terrorist in order to initiate an exchange with him, interview him and gather material for my studies. In the case of my venture being unsuccessful, I would settle for being present at a meeting organized by diehard terrorists and hearing them talk in public.
The size of the courtyard allowed me good freedom of movement. People continued to arrive and the flow of visitors around me allowed me to wander about the area in search of a place where I could escape from view and take notes in the notebook in my backpack. The only hidden space was a latrine with a small cabin located in an isolated area of the large courtyard. After identifying a place where I could take notes, I decided to buy the book written by the Red Brigades member, the real star of the evening. The books, resting on a small wooden table, were on sale at a discount to participants, but I persuaded the vendor to give me a further discount in order to draw attention to myself and to the gesture of a reader willing to spend what little money he had on buying an apparently valuable object, as well as to gain a little time to identify the author of the book. I had tried to memorize his face from a photograph found on the Internet, but unfortunately this was a picture that was more than thirty years old and was of no help. As I was paying, I asked the man who sold the books if he could point out the author to me so that I might ask for an autograph. The terrorist was roughly twelve feet away from me, talking to a man in his forties and observing the people who bought his book. Mindful of Douglas's lesson that the ethnographer should strive to be liked by the people he or she wishes to study, 17 I approached with a smile on my face and asked for an autograph while I offered my hand in introduction, and the terrorist greeted me with a smile that expressed his pleasure at my request. We shook hands, and having caught his attention, I pretended to rummage in my backpack for a pen in order to get his signature. After a few seconds of fruitless searching, I asked the diehard terrorist if I could see him at the end of the presentation: "Of course," he replied in a kind and friendly tone, "that way we can have a chat and get to know each other."
This Red Brigades diehard was convicted of having committed one of the most brutal murders in the history of Italian terrorism: the killing in prison of Marco [not his real name] a young terrorist who was held down and strangled by six fellow inmates on suspicion of having collaborated with the police in exchange for personal benefits. Marco, who before becoming a terrorist had been a builder and craftsman, had revealed some information to the police under torture and immediately afterward had attempted to tell his friends what had happened to make it clear that he remained a revolutionary ready to sacrifice himself for the communist cause. Marco refused the opportunity of being transferred to a more secure prison because he did not want to cut the bond with his companions, who had, however, decided to kill him. During the exercise hour, Marco was overwhelmed and immobilized. Before he was strangled, he said these words: "Please, make it quick." According to a ruling by the judiciary the man I had asked for an autograph was the one who, with the help of five other people, had taken the life of Marco by squeezing the victim's neck. 18 I moved away from the book's author in accordance with Douglas's instruction: do not be hasty! 19 Before asking questions, the ethnographer must gain the trust of the people he or she intends to study. Hurry and you may become annoying, arousing suspicion and irritation, which frustrate your work.
I selected a wooden chair at the rear of the courtyard and placed my rucksack upon it. I thought that once the meeting started this position would ensure a view that would allow me to count the number of people present. After securing the place I considered best for the purposes of my research, I took care to hold the book tightly with the cover facing outward so that everyone could see that I had bought a book by a diehard Red Brigades member. 20 I then discreetly approached a group of young people who were having a conversation. The mood was relaxed and the atmosphere was characterized by a strong willingness to interact in an open and friendly manner. In a courtyard area, some benches with large wooden tables had been set up where one could socialize and consume food at a reasonable price. In the large courtyard-I thought-there were certainly other Red Brigades members, but I did not know who they were and my only chance for identifying them depended on what evidence I could find through intuition and with the help of some fortunate circumstance. My task would have been much easier if I had attended in the company of a colleague or friend, but I did not wish to involve other people in what might be a dangerous undertaking. However, the festive atmosphere worked in my favor.
As I approached one of the tables, I had a stroke of luck. A woman, who looked a little under fifty and who I will call Maria, approached the author of the book and greeted him warmly. From their gestures, I could see that they were good friends.
Before trying to approach Maria, I was seized by worry, which turned into emotional tension as I considered that if my approach failed I might arouse suspicion, throwing away many months of work, so I waited a few seconds in order to observe her movements. After moving away from the author of the book, Maria started talking with a man who looked around twenty-five. I thought it might be a good idea to try to exchange a few words with Maria instead of with her friend, and rather than making direct overtures I adopted a strategy of gradual approach.
My first exchange of words with the young man who was with Maria was the following: "Excuse me, do you know what time the presentation starts?"
My interlocutor seemed relaxed and replied without hesitation: "It should have already started. We're late. Let's hope they start soon . . . "
In order to keep the conversation going, I replied, "It's always the same. Book presentations never start on time."
At this point, Maria joined in, saying, "It's normal to be a bit late. People are still arriving . . ." I showed the book to both and said: "It looks very interesting. I've read a few pages of it."
Maria appeared relaxed, talkative, and willing to put forward her point of view on terrorism. An extremely articulate speaker with considerable critical faculties, she spoke for about five minutes without ever revealing her identity or making any reference to her personal history. As she spoke, I still did not know who she was. Maria knew nothing about me and I knew nothing about her, despite seeking clues among her words. The only certain thing was her friendship with the author of the book, whom I will call Antonio.
Without giving my own name, I tried to keep the conversation going for as long as possible without revealing my identity as a sociologist. The discussion about terrorism continued on a more generic level and I was unable to gather useful information. I then asked a question that threatened to undermine my efforts. I asked Maria if, in addition to the author of the book, there were other Red Brigades members present at the meeting. She replied with the tone of someone who wants others to know they are firmly inserted in the world of terrorism, "The entire Roman column of the Red Brigades is here!" Picking up on her pleased tone, I decided to try to exploit her vanity and asked her if she personally knew any Red Brigades members: "Of course I know them. I know them all!" I thought that luck was on my side and that I would not have a second opportunity to identify a diehard Red Brigades member, but without realizing it I was violating the same recommendation Downloaded by [Massachusetts Institute of Technology] at 16:51 13 March 2013 of Douglas that I had earlier followed. I asked, in the tone of voice of those who wish to express appreciation and enthusiasm at the idea of shaking the hand of a terrorist, "Do you really know them?! Could you introduce me to one of them?" Mary looked at me and remained silent for a few moments before replying drily, "You don't introduce some people to the first comer." Then she dropped the subject and moved away from me.
For the second time in a few minutes, I felt my emotional tension rise. Maria had reacted brusquely to my request and had moved away. Had she perhaps realized that I was trying to connect with her world in order to collect information? As we saw at the beginning of this article, diehard terrorists, feeling at war with the bourgeois world, see enemies everywhere. This psychological condition cannot be explained simply by the fact that they put their lives at the service of a radical ideology, but also by the pressure to which they are constantly subjected by the forces of antiterrorism: even after having served their sentences, diehard Red Brigades members are kept under surveillance. All these considerations led me to fear that Maria might have thought that I was an undercover policeman. If such a rumor spread, I would have lost any chance of making contacts with other Red Brigades members and interviewing them. Was I in danger? Should I make it clear to everyone that I was a sociologist and not a policeman? Or should I perhaps vanish, losing forever any chance of meeting the author of the book I had encountered a few minutes before? I reflected upon what to do and in the end decided that I would reveal my identity as a sociologist during the discussion that was tabled for after the presentation of the book. This choice forced me to move rapidly from covert to open observation: the distinction between the two types is well known to ethnographers.
Observation is "covert" when none of the people involved in the study are aware of being observed by a social researcher; it is instead "open" when the sociologist has revealed his or her identity and the reasons for their presence in a given context.
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When the event began, the attendees took their seats and the climate suddenly became very serious.
Antonio focused his speech on the value of revolutionary militancy. "The world has changed," he explained, "but not too much. Capitalism is still alive and the need for a communist revolution is more alive than ever." Soon after, the moderator gave the floor to the public. I requested the microphone and, after revealing my name and my profession, I made some observations on the relationship between poverty and terrorism. Had I revealed what Erving Goffman calls "destructive information"? 22 At the end of the debate, I went over to Antonio to give him my compliments, but I did not ask him for an autograph. His response was: "I'm glad to hear that you are a sociologist. I'd very much like to hear your opinion on my book. Let me know what you think. It's important to me. If you want we can exchange phone numbers. This is my e-mail." Evidently, the choice of revealing my identity had had a positive effect on him. I decided not to give Antonio my contacts. I would contact him, but I did not want him to contact me. As long as I was able, I would try to be in control, deciding when and how the meetings would take place.
The effect upon Maria was, however, negative. Once she heard my name, she became even more suspicious and hostile. She had read a review of one of my books on terrorism that had received some coverage in the Italian press and on television, going into its second printing in the space of a few months. After discovering my identity, she said: "I recognized you. You are the author of a book that demonizes the Red Brigades. You wrote a lot of crap about us, muddying our history." She added that she had read a critical review of the book on the blog of a Red Brigades member.
Downloaded by [Massachusetts Institute of Technology] at 16:51 13 March 2013
I tried to reply to Maria, saying that the Red Brigades were not demonized by my book, which, in contrast, placed the Red Brigades for the first time in a revolutionary tradition that boasted at least two hundred years of history. Unmoved by my reply, Maria concluded with these words: "Your book makes us look like savage murderers. You wrote a lot of crap. Why don't you talk about the bombs that the Fascist state put on trains? Who's paying you to write this shit?" Her tone of voice was forceful and hostile, and even her body had assumed a closed, defensive position: her arms were crossed and she spoke to me without looking me in the eyes. The community center was full of cheerful people. Maria moved away from me and started another conversation.
As I wanted him to remember me, before leaving I went back to Antonio to thank him again. I told him that I was going home and that I would contact him to let him know my opinion of the book. Then I went to the toilet, out of sight of prying eyes, to transcribe extracts of conversations with Maria and Antonio, as well as to record my mood.
The Psychological Cost of Doing Ethnographic Research
Once back home, I discovered via Google that the article criticizing my book really did exist, and it had been published by a diehard Red Brigades member who is currently in prison for having participated in a murder. The review, which can still be viewed online, appeared under the heading "Junk Library" to clarify that my book was nothing more than garbage. Maria had told me the truth. I realized that I had made a mistake in not having entered my own name in Google Alert: I had not anticipated that a diehard terrorist might attack one of my books, and had suddenly discovered that my name was circulating in the world of extreme left-wing terrorism, where it was held in contempt.
I then started to read the notes I had made just before leaving the community center and reflected upon my state of mind: "I'm tense. I am afraid that Maria might put it about that I'm an enemy of the Red Brigades and prevent me from getting in touch with other diehard terrorists."
There are two things about this short note I would like to examine. The first regards the prediction, which in fact came true a few months later. A diehard Red Brigades member, currently in prison for taking part in a murder, circulated a long letter in which I was referred to as an enemy of the Red Brigades and, above all, as a morally corrupt person who writes books in the service of capitalism and bourgeois society. This letter, of which I am in possession, was sent seven months after my meeting with Antonio and was the consequence of a complex series of events related to my research into political violence that I cannot go into here for reasons of space.
The second point concerns the emotional tension that, once back home, began to grow within me with each passing day.
After leaving the community center and taking the bus to where my car was parked, I found the idea of requesting an appointment with and meeting a diehard Red Brigades member who had been convicted of murder stressful. Having for many years studied the ways in which the Red Brigades killed their victims, my mind was filled with the grisly details which I had analyzed in detail and as I drove I decided that for the next few weeks I myself would become my object of study and I therefore began to write down my thoughts and moods.
Upon arriving home, I decided to tell my girlfriend that I had been trying to make contact with diehard terrorists. I had thought that this might relieve the tension but instead it had the effect of worsening it. My girlfriend was extremely worried and after warning me of the dangers that could arise from contact with the world of terrorism she invited This lack of serenity prevented me from immediately contacting Antonio to request an appointment. I clearly remembered John Lofland's teaching: one cannot carry out participant observation if one experiences a feeling of revulsion toward those who are its object of study. 25 Reflecting on this theme in his handbook on ethnographic research, Mario Cardano wrote that: "We cannot delude ourselves about controlling these [negative] feelings: discomfort shows eventually, with serious consequences on the relational level, and, in any event, the efforts involved in concealing one's feelings drain energy from the already weighty requirements of research." 26 My discomfort did not stem from the fact of having to meet a murderer. Like Jessica Stern, 27 what worried me were not the diehard terrorists, but my relationship with myself. The needs of ethnographic research required me to develop a strategy to make myself pleasing to a man who had brutally killed in the name of an ideology. I was experiencing the consequences of what Leon Festinger called "cognitive dissonance" or a state of psychological distress that comes from the contrast between our values and our actions. 28 To reduce this psychological distress, humans develop cognitive strategies. Those who continue to smoke despite knowing that smoking causes cancer can reduce cognitive dissonance by telling themselves that stopping smoking causes one to put on weight:
29 "But persons," Festinger explains, "are not always successful in explaining away or in rationalizing inconsistencies to themselves. For one reason or another, attempts to achieve consistency may fail. The inconsistency then simply continues to exist. Under such circumstances-that is, in the presence of an inconsistency-there is psychological discomfort." 30 My political culture, based as it was on the principle of the sanctity of human life, was an obstacle to my research. As Clifford Geertz taught, culture is not something that we can simply shake off through an act of the will. 31 I had to confront my deepest values. Would I succeed in my task of winning the sympathies of a terrorist killer who proudly admits to his murders? Up to what point would I have to pretend in order to be pleasing to a terrorist and convince him to confide in me?
Ethnographers are split between those who turn to Kantian ethics and the so-called utilitarians. The first claim that in no case must individuals be considered as a means to an end: concealment, deception, and falsehood must always be rejected, even if the aim to be achieved is that of scientific knowledge. 32 Utilitarians, instead, believe that it is permissible to hide one's identity and publish confidential information if one's goal is the advancement of knowledge or the exposure of behavior deemed unfair and harmful to the community. In this case, the achievement of a higher aim is used to justify the harm to persons who, unbeknown to them, have been involved in the study, as was the case with the famous experiments of Stanley Milgram, 33 David Rosenhan, 34 and Philip Zimbardo. 35 During my "hunt" for terrorists, I discovered that a sociologist can be a victim of his or her own research and can cause themselves harm. My dreams were unequivocal in regard to my mood. Between [date omitted] I had nine dreams related to the fear of death. Three of these can be classified as nightmares, since three times I awoke with a start. All my other dreams saw me involved as a helpless spectator of violent incidents.
I will here transcribe some memories of a nightmare which I had on the night of 3 July: "I enter my home at night and see the corridor lit by a faint light which seems to come from a candle. The corridor is very long and I walk slowly. The silence and the shadows scare me. Suddenly, I stop, paralyzed. Someone is crying. The sound comes from the bathroom and not from the kitchen. I spin around, ready to leave the house, but behind me there is a motionless man with an expressionless face who shows me the blood on his hands. I awake with a start." On 7 July I had another nightmare: "I park my motorbike in the garage and take the elevator. An unknown voice shouts my name from the stairs. I get out of the elevator [confused and missing memories]. The voice desperately shouts to me to escape. I run to the door to enter the house. Once inside, I shut the door. The floor I am walking on is covered in blood. In the living room there are two men dressed in black who look me in the eyes. They walk towards me. I awake with a start."
In re-reading these notes I was struck by the fact that details that had particularly shocked me during my studies of the Red Brigades' methods of killing academics had returned in a disordered and fragmented manner in my nightmares.
The red terrorists harbored a special hatred for professors and attacked them with particular ferocity. Roberto Ruffilli, a professor of political science, was killed for his ideas on the Italian Constitution, which he wished to reform in order to ensure more stable government. On 16 April 1988 , in Forlì, a Red Brigades hit squad disguised as postmen rang the doorbell of his house while he was eating a frugal meal after returning from a conference. Ruffilli opened the door and was immediately overwhelmed by his assassins, who carried out a highly symbolic execution. As he struggled with all his strength to break free, Ruffilli was first dragged into his study-the place where he meditated upon the development of his ideas-was forced to kneel-in submission to the moral authority of the Red Brigades-and finally, while still on his knees, was killed with three shots to the head. The Red Brigades destroyed his brain: the source of thought.
A perhaps even worse fate befell Sergio Lenci, a professor of architecture at the University of Rome La Sapienza, who was sentenced to death by the terrorists of Prima Linea for his work on various architectural projects designed to improve the lives of prisoners. According to the terrorists, Lenci was guilty of wanting to reduce prisoners' hatred of bourgeois society in order to ward off the day of the revolution.
On 2 May 1980 at 8:30 a.m. in the morning, Lenci was in the office of his architecture practice talking on the phone with his brother. When he heard the bell, he thought that the secretary had forgotten the keys and asked his brother to wait on the line. He opened the door and was rushed by three young men and one young woman. Lenci tried to resist, struggling desperately to close the door while shouting in the hope that his brother would call the police. It being four against one, the door was opened and, after having kicked him in the stomach, the terrorists taped Lenci's mouth closed, tied his hands behind his back, dragged him into the bathroom and put his head between the toilet and bidet. The terrorist Ciro Longo shot him once in the neck, but incredibly Lenci was not killed and remained fully aware of what was happening, despite the bullet lodged in his skull. According to the plan the group had been provided with, Ciro Longo was supposed to grab Lenci's head, turn it sideways and fire a second bullet into his temple, but he did not want to dirty his hands with blood and thus decided to shoot a second round into Lenci's neck, which Downloaded by [Massachusetts Institute of Technology] at 16:51 13 March 2013 however passed through his hair. Convinced that they had killed Lenci and noticing that the telephone receiver was off the hook, the terrorists fled after covering the walls of the study with graffiti praising communism. Meanwhile, Lenci was bleeding from his eyes, ears, and nose, and the warm blood flowing from his mouth loosened the tape that covered it. This allowed him to breathe and prevented him from nearly suffocating on his own blood. Saved by the arrival of the carabinieri (Italian national police), Lenci died in 2000 after having lived for twenty years with a bullet lodged in his cranium, as he himself wrote in his dramatic autobiography: Colpo alla nuca 36 [Shot to the Back of the Head]. Some of these details entered my dreams in a scattered and disorganized manner: the danger inside the house, the cries of a man trying to save me, the tears audible from the bathroom, the bloody hands, being hunted down with no way of escape and the sense of impending doom.
The dreams of death decreased with the arrival of the summer holidays, and I decided I would request an appointment with Antonio when the dreams had completely stopped. With the passing of time I was learning to live with the cognitive dissonance that had afflicted me in recent weeks. I was accepting the idea of shaking hands and making friends with a diehard terrorist who continued to educate the younger generation to believe that it was right to end the lives of other humans in order to assert one's opinion. I felt that the time was ripe to meet Antonio but decided that I would not write directly. Being afraid that Antonio's e-mail address was being monitored by the police, I wrote an e-mail to his publisher's press office explaining that I had met Antonio a few weeks previously and had agreed to give him feedback on his book. If the police intercepted my e-mail, they would have some clues to assist in working out who I was, how I knew Antonio, and what I was doing:
Dear Friends, I need to get in touch with Antonio, who asked me to give him some feedback on his book in order to exchange opinions on the Red Brigades, which I have touched upon involved in some of my books. I met Antonio during the presentation of his book in Rome.
Many thanks
The editor answered me and provided me with the address of Antonio, to whom I wrote an e-mail at 2:29 p.m. which I transcribe here in full:
Dear Antonio, How are you? I hope all is well. I am the sociologist who spoke during the presentation of your book. Do you remember? You asked for my opinion on your book and I would be very happy to meet you to talk about it and ask you to explain further some passages which I found very interesting. I got your email address from the press office of your publishing house. Let Let me know, regards Antonio Dear Antonio, ok for Wednesday at 4.30 p.m. I would like to meet you because I'm sure you were sincere when you told me you would like to hear my opinion and because your book, the way you wrote it and even your openness about our meeting (as well as during the public debate) have convinced me that I can learn a lot. I would like to ask you to tell me the story of your life, above all the period that precedes your revolutionary choice. Then if you like, we can also speak about the period of revolutionary militancy and afterwards. However, if you do not want to talk about anything, that's fine too. I'll also give you my opinion on the book, hoping that it might interest you. After this exchange of e-mails, I presumed I was under surveillance by the police. Antonio was a diehard terrorist and convicted murderer who still claimed to be proud of the Red Brigades' killings, and who, moreover, expressed the hope in his public speeches that a new era of conflict would once again shake Italy. I considered writing an e-mail to a friend describing my mood and my desire to make new discoveries in the fields of sociology. Perhaps this would protect me. But who could I tell what I was doing? The forces of counterterrorism in Italy are well-trained and always on the alert. The country has been plagued by terrorists, who have never ceased to be a threat, and according to the comparative analysis of modern terrorism by Gérard Chaliand and Arnaud Blin: "Italy was the country by far most affected by terrorist activity between 1969 and 1985." 37 We have seen that from 1985 to the present day terrorists have continued to be active in Italy and the antiterrorism forces are highly trained.
To minimize the possibility of making mistakes, I began to live my life imagining that I was being followed and that my phone was tapped. I imposed various limits to my personal freedom and tried to use the telephone as little as possible, making sure that when I talked to members of my family I would bring the conversation to a close as soon as it shifted to private matters. I started to think that the meeting with Antonio would represent the beginning of an ever-closer approach to the world of diehard terrorists and an increased self-limitation of my personal freedom. For two days, I was beset by contrasting thoughts and emotions: should I cancel the appointment? The path that I had taken to make contact with the terrorists was different from that chosen by Jessica Stern, whom had met only those terrorists who were eager to talk to her 38 and the same could be said for the excellent book by Mark Juergensmeyer. 39 I did everything in the light of day, but in diehard terrorist circles someone had started to rumor that I had "sneaked" into their world, that I had "tailed" them on the Internet, that I had tried to study them without their permission, and that I had analyzed their life stories and their murders through the rulings of the judiciary.
On Wednesday I woke up early. I had had no nightmares. The idea of acquiring new materials for my sociological research thrilled me. I was free of Kant, and thought I could make new discoveries to better understand the point of view of diehard terrorists and analyze more deeply their way of life and their worldview.
A few hours later, Antonio and I were facing one another.
Notes
